Epidemiology of chronic bronchitis and acute infective exacerbations of chronic bronchitis.
Acute exacerbations of chronic bronchitis (AECBs) are one of the major causes of morbidity and mortality in the United States, resulting in significant cost to the health care system. Epidemiological information on chronic bronchitis is abundant and has been collected in most industrialized countries. The epidemiology of AECB, however, is less forthcoming. The causes of AECB are multifactorial and include environmental pollutants, allergic responses, and viral and bacterial infections. The role of bacterial infection in AECB is controversial but is believed to account for half of AECB. Because the medical and economic implications of treatment failure in these patients are substantial, an aggressive approach to stratify and treat these patients is necessary. Epidemiological data on chronic bronchitis and acute infective exacerbations of chronic bronchitis will allow us to more precisely define the role of bacterial infection in AECB, and this information may help guide antimicrobial therapy.